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ly intended to include a special
feature section on refugees and
internally displaced people in
urban settings. Unfortunately,
it proved very difficult to gather
material on this subject and we
eventually decided to drop the
feature and devote the whole

issue to other material received
on a range of issues. The particular situation of displaced people in urban areas
remains, however, an important - and apparently neglected -subject; and one to which
we still intend to devote a future feature section... Please contact us if you would like
to contribute to this!

This issue sees the introduction of a number of innovations in the content of FMR.
On page 27 you will find the first Debate section in which an article or articles from a
previous issue (in this case those presented in the ‘People in camps’ feature of FMR 2)
are commented on and elaborated. This section provides a forum for the constructive
debate of issues of particular significance in the field of forced migration and allows
us to cover some of the more controversial issues from a number of angles. Also new
in this edition is the Update section - a round-up of short news items from around
the world - and the Website directory which will, in future issues, reflect the feature
theme of the issue in which it appears.

On the operational side of things, we are delighted to welcome Marc Vincent, the
recently appointed Coordinator of the Global IDP Survey, to the Forced Migration
Review Editorial Advisory Board. Marc is based at the Norwegian Refugee Council
office in Geneva and will be our key contact on matters relating to internally displaced
people. He will also be keeping readers up to date with issues relating to IDPs via the
Global IDP Survey news page (see page 38). All members of the Editorial Advisory
Board are now actively involved in the review of articles submitted for publication.

The next two issues of Forced Migration Review - FMRs 4 & 5 - will present a two-part
feature on security. The feature section in FMR 4 (April 1999) will focus on the security
of field personnel and implications for policy/programme planning and implementation.
FMR 5 (August 1999) will widen the debate to look at security in the framework of
international relations. FMR 5 will also include articles relating to asylum and integration.

Please share Forced Migration Review with your colleagues. We are happy to send out
sample copies - simply provide us with contact details for anyone who you think might
be interested in receiving it regularly.

We wish you well in your work.

Marion Couldrey & Sharon Ford
Editors, Forced Migration Review
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What can we do to support children
who have been through war?

by Anica Miku3 Kos and Sanja Derviskadié-Jovanovié

This article documents reflections on four years
of psychosocial support given to young refugees

from Bosnia and Herzegovina by members of

the Center for Psychosocial Help to Refugees at

the Slovene Foundation, Ljubljana. It suggests

that the deleterious psychological impact of war

on children is frequently exaggerated.

laims as to the ravaging long-
C lasting psychosocial and psycho-

logical effects of war on children
may be based on the over-generalisation
of clinical findings. Clinical workers see
only children suffering from psycho-
logical disorders - they do not encounter
the huge number of children who have
suffered much but whose mental health
and psychosocial functioning have not
been significantly affected. Some state-
ments which have never been scientifi-
cally proven are repeated constantly and
uncritically in the professional literature.
Describing adolescents exposed to war
events as aggressive, revengeful and
hateful - without indicating how many
are affected - is one good example. The
Slovene screening of 15-year-old Bosnian
adolescents', for example, does not con-
firm frequent aggressive and revengeful
feelings in this population. Another
example is the repeated statement that
violence necessarily breeds violence.

There are many nations which have man-

ifested extreme violence or been victims
of extreme violence but where violence
has not become a recurring phenomenon.

The war experience certainly does influ-
ence a child’s perception of the world
and humanity and their social construc-
tion of reality, but this does not mean
that the child is psychologically harmed.
In most cases the psychological conse-
quences of war on children are in the
range of normal human feelings and
memories. Astonishingly little attention
has been paid by mental health profes-
sionals to the actual functioning of

children who have experienced war.
Their largely satisfactory social function-
ing and coping are therefore mainly
underestimated and it is only in the last
few years that issues such as protective
factors and processes and resilience
have appeared in the professional
literature.

The immense protective function of
good psychosocial functioning has also
been overlooked. Good functioning
evokes positive social reactions which
enhance self-esteem. In contrast, inade-
quate social and school functioning
evokes negative reactions, rejection, low
self esteem and new stresses. A well-
functioning child is contributing posi-
tively to their social environment whilst
a badly functioning child provokes new
adversities in their environment. Mental
health programmes may often not be
sufficiently concerned with promoting
good functioning and coping with
important life tasks in war-affected
children.

Positive influences of war on personality,
values, relations and behaviour are
rarely quoted. The war experience can,
however, enrich one’s personality as any
difficulty in life can. It can encourage
empathy and positive social behaviour,
enhance coping capacities and social
maturity. Many well-adjusted Bosnian
adolescents reported that the war expe-
riences, related losses and the adversi-
ties of asylum life mobilised their
strength and enhanced their personal
and moral development.

The fact that the consequences of war
on children may not be as psychologically
devastating as presented by many pro-
fessionals does not, however, mean that
children do not suffer. Neither does it
entitle us to remain inactive and to
desist from helping children.

The philosophy and activities of
the Center

In the spring of 1992 the Counseling
Center for Children, Adolescents and
Parents in Ljubljana initiated mental
health and psychosocial activities for
refugee children, adolescents and their
families. In 1994 these activities were
transferred to the Center for
Psychosocial Help to Refugees at the
Slovene Foundation. About 35,000 of the
approximately 70,000 refugees who
came to Slovenia were children. From
the very beginning, we realised that the
few mental health workers who were
actively involved in helping refugees
would not be able to treat thousands of
frightened, anxious, depressed and trau-
matised children. Our first and main
question was therefore how to provide
some help to all children, or at least to
the majority of children. Instead of
screening and detecting traumatised
children for whom we could not, in any
case, provide adequate psychothera-
peutic help, we developed population-
oriented outreach models of psycho-
social help.

Mobile mental health teams visited col-
lective shelters for refugees on a monthly
basis. Members of the team met with -
sometimes very large - groups of parents
and gave basic advice about children’s
needs. They emphasised simple mea-
sures such as holding a child’s hand or
singing to them before they fell asleep.
Some pre-school children were very dis-
turbed to learn that their houses in
Bosnia had been destroyed and we coun-
selled mothers to help the child con-
struct a house from mud so that the
child could see that a new house could
be constructed.
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The majority of our efforts were invest-
ed in the education of Bosnian children.
We supported the Bosnian schools and
refugee teachers working in these
schools®. (A similar project has been run
for kindergartens in collective shelters.)
The basic aim was to create an emotion-
ally safe and friendly environment in
schools, to prevent further school-related
traumatisation and to incorporate into
schools mental health interventions
from which all children could benefit.
Teachers acted as psychosocial helpers.
Half of the teachers were untrained and
needed additional educational support.
All of them needed some psychological
instruction in order to support their
pupils. Most importantly, all teachers
needed psychological support for them-
selves. They too were refugees and were
exposed to the same war-related trau-
mas and adversities of asylum life as
their pupils.

A health education project was initiated
in collective shelters and run by Bosnian
refugee physicians. As refugee physi-
cians were not allowed to work for pay-
ment in Slovenia, or even to practise
their profession on a voluntary basis,
they started to work as health educators.
They discussed sex education with
groups of adolescents. They visited
chronically ill and handicapped people.
They also talked with hundreds and hun-
dreds of mothers about feeding children
and the everyday problems of raising
children. Discussion of health issues
opened the way to discussing psycholog-
ical problems linked to the war and to
life in asylum.

The activities of the Center were much
more of a psychosocial nature than of a
psychological nature. We prioritised the
normalisation of children’s lives by
incorporating them into schools and
confronting them with usual develop-
mental tasks, on the assumption that a
structured and predictable part of life
with achievement of normal develop-
mental tasks will protect children’s men-
tal health. The major aim of the Center
has therefore been to ensure a good and
supportive school for refugee children,
to help them to learn and to achieve aca-
demically. Attending a regular school
means that the child maintains their
social role - the role of pupil. Children
who are still pupils have normal working
obligations, tasks, functions and respon-
sibility. Being successful in school
enhances self esteem, which is of crucial
importance for coping.

The impact of psychosocial
interventions

There are many unanswered questions
concerning the impact of psychosocial
programmes for children affected by war
and reliable evaluation is problematic.
Even if mental health workers had the
time, energy and money in an emergency
situation to conduct scientific evalua-
tion, there would still be many issues
which would not be satisfactorily clari-
fied. The main methodological problem
is the lack of controls or comparative
groups. It would be unethical and practi-
cally impossible to create comparative
groups for the sake of research in emer-
gency situations. Comparing the mental
health situation and social functioning
of refugee children from the programme
region and in a region with no pro-
gramme, or in different countries with
different psychosocial programmes,
might be a possibility for evaluation.
However, we know that the whole con-
text of life influences the feelings,
behaviour and coping of people and
these vary in different regions and coun-
tries. Comparing before and after inter-
vention does not help very much either
because time is the most important heal-
er. The state of mental health and psy-
chosocial functioning improve in the
great majority of children without psy-
chosocial intervention. Even if we were
sure that the interven-
tion had made a
difference, we could
not prove which
ingredient or which
activity was the most
beneficial.

It is the opinion of the
authors that
psychotherapeutic
skills and other spe-
cialised professional
knowledge have been
of much less impor-
tance in our work with
refugees then in nor-
mal working condi-
tions. Establishing a
good relationship and
displaying a caring
attitude and concern
for the basic material
needs of refugees play
a much more impor-
tant role. For example,
supporting Bosnian
teachers was of the
greatest importance in

our programmes but the majority of
supportive interventions did not warrant
the designation of psychotherapy.
Material help was a part of the support:
raising money for a Bosnian school’s
excursion, thereby maintaining a tradi-
tional end of term event, or finding a
hearing apparatus for a hearing-
impaired child in order to enable him to
follow the class like his classmates.

In many cases, our professional titles
and positions have primarily provided a
greater social power in advocating nor-
malisation and improvement of everyday
life conditions of refugee children. You
do not need to be a psychiatrist or a
psychologist to recognise the impor-
tance of a good school for the quality of
children’s lives. But the Slovene experi-
ence shows that there is a far greater
chance of establishing a project which
will raise the psychosocial quality of the
school if such a project is proposed by
mental health workers whose specialised
opinion is given weight in this context.

Natural healing processes versus
professional therapy

There is a tendency for the mental
health profession to underline its own
importance in situations of armed con-
flict and in the lives of refugees, and to
overestimate the impact of therapeutic
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interventions. We are much inclined to
forget that millions of people have sur-
vived wars in the psychological sense
without any professional help. Many
ingredients of psychotherapeutic inter-
ventions are available and used in normal
everyday life. We should be asking our-
selves which ingredients of our interven-
tions are professional-specific, and
cannot be substituted by natural social
interactions.

Some of the most basic psychothera-
peutic principles - providing a secure
environment in which the child can talk
about the traumatic experience; giving
the child the opportunity to share their
experiences with others; giving the
chance to realise that their reactions are
normal and commonly experienced by
peers in a similar way; helping the child
to develop feelings of security and rein-
force their self-esteem - can be provided
by people who are a part of the child’s
natural support network. In natural
social groups, people comfort each other
and provide mutual support, debrief and
correct the perception of traumatic
events through discussions. In catastro-
phes affecting a huge number of people,
such as wars, people do not need psycho
professionals to learn that their reac-
tions to loss and trauma are normal
processes and common to people who
went through the same hell.

The professional assumption is that
through therapy, meaning is given to the
traumatic experience and the experience
is integrated into the continuity of one’s
life. We consider that both processes are
immanent to the human nature and that
they happen in any case. Meanings and
explanatory models are quickly pro-
duced and spread in disaster situations.
Many parallel explanatory models are
available and everybody adapts and elab-
orates the meaning according to their
needs and experiences. The explanatory
models are a part of culture, of the
national character, of beliefs, of national
history. The war is characteristically
seen by Bosnian children in deperson-
alised terms. Sometimes they seem to
perceive the war as a natural catastrophe
caused by a special unfortunate combi-
nation of forces which stimulate vio-
lence. Bosnian people often speak about
war in the detached way which might be
applied to floods or earthquakes.

We mental health professionals also
sometimes seem to forget that many
people have the capacity to register, to

perceive and to understand the psycho-
logical processes and psychosocial inter-
actions as well as we do. Indeed, their
descriptions and interpretations are
often much more vivid, precise and rich
than those expressed in sterile profes-
sional vocabulary. We have frequently
been impressed by the capacity of
refugees with little formal education, to
perceive, to understand and to express.

“We are not crazy.
What we feel is not
abnormal - the
situation is crazy and
abnormal. Our reac-
tions are human and
normal.”

When offered psychological help, practi-
cally illiterate peasants politely
explained: “We are not crazy. What we
feel is not abnormal - the situation is
crazy and abnormal. Our reactions are
human and normal.” Many poems writ-
ten by Bosnian children and adults
describe their state of mind in a much
more illustrative and authentic way than
psychiatric textbooks.

Among the most impressive lay observa-
tions we have heard concerning Bosnian
children was that of a Bosnian teacher
who explained to professional psycholo-
gists: “Our children are not disturbed.
There is a deep sorrow for losses and
anguish for native land in their souls.”
Only some years later psycho profes-
sionals discovered that the great majori-
ty of refugee children from Bosnia
functioned well, and that the symptoms
listed in various check lists were aston-
ishingly infrequent. However, there was
‘something’ in these children which
could not be reached, described and pre-
sented in the classic language of our
profession - this ‘something’ was exactly
hidden sorrow and longing.

Further observations regarding
mental health service intervention

One measure of the impact of mental
health interventions is the number of
users. A very small number of war-
affected children are receivers of psy-
chotherapeutic interventions even when

these are available. However, many costly
mental health programmes are dealing
with an epidemiologically negligible
number of traumatised and otherwise
psychologically affected children without
ever raising a single question about
those children who will never be recipi-
ents of any intervention. Whilst helping
just one child is already a good thing,
resource allocation is an important
issue: what is the most just, equitable,
rational and economic way of spending
available funds for the protection of chil-
dren’s mental health and development?

Mental health professionals sometimes
offer their traditional clinical models of
help insensitively and without under-
standing of context. Professionals may
show a lack of flexibility for adapting
their clinical models and concepts to
new situations. When they finally realise
that these do not work they quit the
scene with indignation. Some mental
health workers seem to embrace princi-
ples of community work. They change
their vocabulary - they speak about
community and population-oriented
programmes - but their basic paradigm
remains the same. They remain oriented
only towards the inner processes with-
out paying the necessary attention to the
broader social context.

An impressive number of mental health
workers remain uninterested and not at
all involved in helping refugee children
in their country. They are apparently
unbothered by the fact that there are
thousands or tens of thousands of these
traumatised children. Besides the issue
of professional morals, it is surprising
that there is such a formidable lack of
professional interest in a local situation
from which mental health workers can
learn a lot.

In some cases research on psychological
traumas in peace time (street violence,
traffic accidents or other accidents) is
uncritically transferred by foreign
experts to war-affected and refugee pop-
ulations, with complete neglect of the
contextual differences. Post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) is the standard
diagnosis and the effects of complex
traumatic situations and processes, loss-
es and of chronic asylum adversities are
neither understood nor accounted for in
interventions.

Therapeutic treatment programmes for
traumatised children frequently have a
much higher funding priority than popu-
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lation-oriented programmes aimed at
helping a large number of children by
improving their education and psychoso-
cial quality of life. Moreover, all too fre-
quently ‘suffering’ is unfortunately not a
sufficient argument to attract pro-
gramme funding. To raise funds hard
diagnoses are needed, among which the
most potent and fashionable is PTSD. In
the first two years of war in former
Yugoslavia, the question: “How many
children suffer PTSD symptoms?” was
asked far more frequently than the ques-
tion “How many children are sad, des-
perate, deceived, humiliated, scared?”
Our practice showed that some pro-
grammes were necessarily disguised and
renamed as therapeutic programmes in
order to obtain funding.

Suggestions stemming from the
Slovene experience

m Mental health protection of children
affected by war should be primarily
based on population-oriented outreach
models. Adequate moral, organisational
and financial support should be given
to such models of psychosocial help.
The leading strategy should be the
WHO ‘Health for All’ strategy.

m Programmes should be of a broad
psychosocial nature and should be
comprehensive. They cannot be isolated
from other programmes which
improve the quality and normalisation
of children’s lives.

m The function and role of mental health
workers in this context should be of
broad social and psychosocial
dimensions.

m Effective services and programmes for
refugee children with multiple needs
should be comprehensive, accessible,
flexible, contextually and culturally
appropriate, and run in cooperation
with regular services in the country of
asylum.

In conclusion, the main objectives of
assistance to war-affected children
should be:

* to reduce children’s suffering and
prevent their further traumatisation

* to support and develop their natural
support system

* to help establish an environment
which will enhance psychological
recovery and normal development

* to establish a structured daily routine
and normality in daily life with normal
developmental tasks

* to support their education and acade-
mic achievements

¢ to enable children to reconstruct their
social world

* to increase the children’s coping
capacities

* to provide opportunities for thera-
peutic help for seriously disturbed
children

Anica Mikus Kos is a retired child
psychiatrist and the Director of the
Center for Psychosocial Help to
Refugees.

Sanja Derviskadic-Jovanovic, a
medical doctor from Sarajevo, is a
member of the mobile mental health
team of the Center for Psychosocial
Help to Refugees.

Although these two people are named as
authors, in reality they only compiled
the ideas and experiences of about twenty
Slovene mental health workers and hun-
dreds of Bosnian refugees: teachers,
physicians, mental health workers, but
largely wise persons who have reflected,
spoken and - most importantly - acted in
the interest of children affected by the
war.

A full version of this paper is part of the
collection of papers in the book They
Talk We Listen, published by the Center
for Psychosocial Help to Refugees at the
Slovene Foundation, Ljubljana (1997).
The book gives a comprehensive account
of the situation of refugees in Slovenia
and the activities of the Center.
Available from Slovene Philanthropy,
Levstikova 22, 1000 Ljubljana, Slovenia;
fax: +386 61 1212 605;

email: anica.kos@guest.arnes.si

Notes

1 Slodnjak V (1998) ‘Psychosocial functioning of
refugee adolescents in Slovenia’ in Refugees in
Slovenia, University of Ljubljana, Ljubljana, pp 85-104.

2 The Bosnian school in Slovenia is presented in:
Mikus Kos A ‘School as psychological protection of
children’ in They Talk We Listen (see above) pp97-115.
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Environmental programmes with refugees:
abandon the blanket approach?

by Greg Grimsich and Matthew Owen

pproaches to environmental

problems in refugee emergencies

have traditionally focused on two
main areas: promotion of tree planting
and dissemination of fuel-efficient
stoves. This is done with the intention of
increasing wood supply and simultane-
ously reducing the level of demand.
Such activities are relatively easy for
non-specialists to implement. They also
produce two visible (and hence quantifi-
able) assets in a short space of time:
trees and stoves.

A case study from western Tanzania
illustrates the diminished utility of such
approaches where natural resources are
locally abundant. Tree planting is of
questionable ecological value under such
circumstances and stoves have had little
effect on reducing wood demand. Cost-
effectiveness of both activities is low.
Therefore a blanket promotion of similar
activities is of uncertain value.

An alternative approach is proposed.
Environmental strategies can be based
on a fuller consideration of the actual
local resources on a camp-by-camp
basis. Where refugees are in resource-
rich areas, then the environmental
imperative is for policies that protect,
enforce and regulate. Where refugees are
located in resource-deficient areas, pro-
grammes can concentrate on support,
education, assistance and environmental
awareness-raising with the refugee
community.

There are 235,000 refugees from
Burundi and the Democratic Republic
of Congo housed in eight camps
across Kigoma Region in western
Tanzania. The majority having arrived
from war-torn countries in late 1996,
these people now make up 20 per cent
of the region’s total population. The
camps are located in a narrow strip of
land between the Burundi border to
the west and a block of protected
reserves to the east.

Two of these camps, Mtabila and
Moyovosi, lie in areas already degraded
over a long period by the local popula-

tion, while the remaining six are in sites
further east that were relatively undis-
turbed prior to the refugee influx. Nduta
and Mtendeli camps are two such camps.
Being located in dense miombo wood-
land adjacent to the Buyungu Forest
Reserve and Moyowosi Game Reserve,
they provide a useful environmental con-
trast with the more degraded sites.

A series of environmental data collection
exercises have been commissioned by
UNHCR, CARE and the Royal Dutch
Embassy and these have made it possi-
ble to compare the resource rich
Nduta/Mtendeli camps with the resource
poor Mtabila/Moyovosi camps. This
paper is based on the findings of this
research, and particularly upon natural
resource surveys conducted by CARE
between September 1997 and March 1998.

The paper addresses issues related to
the technical approach followed in the
refugee environment programme in
Kigoma and is not intended to compare
the merits of different implementation
systems, institutional structures or par-
ticipatory methodologies. Nevertheless,
the importance of identifying and work-
ing with local and community-based
institutions to promote a situation of
efficient, sustainable environmental
management should not be overlooked.

Mtendeli camp immediately prior to refugee settlement

Nduta and Mtendeli

Nduta and Mtendeli camps have a com-
bined refugee population of approxi-
mately 60,000 Burundians. They are
located in uninhabited miombo wood-
land, sporadically cleared by Tanzanian
farmers practicing shifting cultivation
prior to the villagisation period of the
1970s, but undisturbed since then,
allowing for over 25 years of regenera-
tion. The average weight of usable wood
in these forests is an exceptional 120
tonnes/hectare.

Mtendeli camp is located on the bound-
ary of the Buyungu Forest Reserve,
which acts as a buffer for the Moyowosi
Game Reserve 3 km further east. Nduta
lies 4 km from the Moyowosi reserve.

The reserves have both ecological and
economic significance. The 20,000 sq km
Moyowosi ecosystem is believed to con-
tain 20 per cent of the world’s shoebill
stork population (listed as “suspected to
be threatened” by the International
Union for the Conservation of Nature).
Additionally, it is one of the few protect-
ed habitats of the sitatunga antelope
and is a major transit corridor for large
mammals such as elephant. It generates
$170,000 in annual hunting revenues for
the government of Tanzania.
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The Buyungu Forest Reserve is an impor-
tant protective buffer for this Game
Reserve, limiting eastwards expansion of
cultivation by local people and illegal
poaching and timber extraction. It also
generates nearly $20,000 annually in
government royalties for the collection
of wood, honey and beeswax.

The large refugee populations have
brought a variety of threats to these nat-
ural resources. Cultivation is expanding
rapidly around the camps, thinning the
forest cover and converting the sensitive
areas adjacent to the reserve to agricul-
tural land. Cultivation along watercours-
es disturbs downstream supplies and
increases the risk of soil erosion. Cheap
refugee labour is employed in unlicensed
and illegal charcoal and timber opera-
tions, both of which result in further
loss of ecologically and economically
valuable trees. Poaching of game meat to
supply refugee markets poses a poten-
tial risk to wildlife populations up to 30
km inside the game reserve.

Mtabila and Moyovosi

Mtabila and Moyovosi are adjacent
camps and contain 84,000 Burundian
refugees. They are situated some 12 km
west of the nearest forest reserve and
over 40 km from the Moyowosi Game
Reserve. The environmental situation
here is very different.

There are three Tanzanian communities
within 5 km of the camps with a com-
bined population of 22,000. For several
decades these communities have exploit-
ed the area for grazing, farming and
extraction of wood products. The area is
characterised by large open spaces
cleared of trees, remnant forest patches
and plots of land cultivated on a rota-

Mtabila camp

tional basis. While some of the valley
bottom land is relatively fertile the area
is, on the whole, characterised by natural
resources of low economic and ecologi-
cal value. The forests have historically
been depleted of the largest and most
valued species, while the wildlife has
long since moved eastward to more
remote and undisturbed habitat.

Environmental programmes

Environmental activities in each camp in
Kigoma are implemented by the refugee
community services and camp manage-
ment agencies, under UNHCR coordina-
tion and funding and with technical
support from CARE. All agencies are
expected to work in collaboration with
the Tanzanian government’s Natural
Resource Officers and their staff at dis-
trict level. Few management responsibili-
ties have been delegated to local
community institutions, in large part
due to their non-existence or lack of
capacity.

The environmental approach of agencies
and local government has been uniform
across the four camps described. The
principal elements are: promotion of
household tree planting, dissemination
of improved cooking systems and pro-
tection of standing trees.

Tree Planting: The tree planting compo-
nent is centred on agency-run tree nurs-
eries in each camp which employ
refugees and local people to produce
seedlings. The tree species raised reflect
a mixture of agroforestry and woodlot
varieties, with a prevalence of
Eucalyptus, Casuarina, Pinus, Leucaena,
Grevillea, Black Wattle, Papaya and
Passion Fruit. Seedlings of all types are
distributed freely to refugee households

for planting on garden plots and culti-
vated land around the camps.

Stoves: Improved stoves constructed of
mud, ash and straw are promoted in the
camps through a programme of training
and awareness-raising. The programme
includes the introduction of improved
cooking techniques to save energy, such
as the use of lids on pots, pre-soaking of
hard beans and pounding of maize grain
prior to cooking.

Tree protection: A network of approxi-
mately 30 forest guards in each camp
guides refugees to designated areas for
the collection of firewood and building
poles, while attempting to protect stand-
ing trees and regenerating stumps within
the immediate vicinity of the camps.

Impacts of environment programmes

The effectiveness of the environmental
programmes has varied across the
camps. There has been notably more
success in achieving environmental goals
in Mtabila and Moyovosi (in degraded
areas) than in Nduta and Mtendeli. This
may come as a surprise. It might be
expected that in a damaged area envi-
ronmental management programmes
might be less successful in controlling
further degradation than in a relatively
undisturbed area under the influence of
new human pressure, whereas the con-
verse seems to have been the case.

Tree planting

The tree planting programme has been

relatively easy to implement, monitor

and account for in all four camps.

Material assets are produced in the nurs-

ery and distributed. Every aspect can be

quantified, which may be desirable in a
relief-oriented programme with short-
term planning cycles. True environ-
mental benefits, however, have been
more difficult to identify.

In the degraded camps (Mtabila and
Moyovosi) refugees have generally
been willing to plant and nurture
seedlings that they have received.
Survival rates and community partici-
pation are higher. Trees are being
mixed with horticultural crops on
garden plots. People have engaged in
direct sowing of their own Sesbania
sesban seeds. There is a perceived
need to plant trees to grow products
for domestic use and for sale - such
as poles, firewood and fruit.
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In the forested camps (Nduta and
Mtendeli) there has been a lower
seedling survival rate and less active
participation in seedling manage-
ment. Important questions have
been raised over tree ownership,
protection responsibilities and har-
vesting rights. Additionally there are
serious ecological concerns over the
practice of planting economically
preferred exotic species in an indige-
nous woodland and its impact on
future succession and species mix.
Fire is a major threat to these exotic
species in the event of the refugees’
repatriation or re-settlement.

Applying a standardised forestry
approach across camps in markedly
different ecosystems has brought
significantly different results.

Stove promotion

The energy efficiency campaign has
resulted in high adoption rates of
improved stoves in all camps. Seventy-
one per cent of households have stoves
in Nduta and Mtendeli, and 75 per cent
in Mtabila and Moyovosi. However, in
common with the tree planting pro-
gramme, such statistics make for simple
monitoring at only a superficial numeri-
cal level. Simply counting the number of
stoves fails to reflect the different ener-
gy efficiencies actually achieved at
household level and the environmental
benefits accrued.

An important observation here is that a
stove will not be used efficiently if the
conditions under which it is used are
not conducive to fuel efficiency. Thus in
Mtabila and Moyovosi, where firewood is
in relatively short supply, the refugees
have achieved a considerable reduction
in fuelwood consumption to an average
per capita weight of 1.8 kg per day. In
the forested Nduta and Mtendeli camps,
the corresponding figure is a drastically
higher 4.3 kg per person per day.

The straightforward promotion of fuel-
efficient stoves seems to have had much
less influence on energy consumption
than has the sheer availability of fire-
wood. Even though over 70 per cent of
the households in all camps have built
stoves, those in the resource-rich areas
consume an average of 140 per cent
more firewood. The siting of the camps
has pre-determined the likely energy
consumption, and stove construction

campaigns have had little influence on
this pattern of energy use, other than
enabling refugees to save energy if they
S0 wish.

Tree protection

Protection activities, though significant,
have been relatively low profile in com-
parison with the tree planting and stove
programmes. One reason for this is that
protection activities do not produce new
assets. They retard the process of forest
clearance and as such merely ensure a
‘least negative’ level of impact. The activ-
ities are less visible and much harder to
quantify and monitor than stoves and
tree seedlings. In Nduta and Mtendeli,
the presence of forest guards has been
crucial in the protection of trees both
within and outside the camp areas. In
Mtabila and Moyovosi they have served
more as facilitators of refugee access to
distant fuelwood and building pole
resources on a rotational basis. The
number of forest guards is approximate-
ly the same in each camp and has not
depended upon the value of assets to be
protected.

Summary

Environmental programmes in the
Kigoma camps have been remarkably
similar from one location to another. A
blueprint has been followed that focuses
mainly on tree planting, stove promotion
and tree protection. This blueprint has
paid little attention to local ecological

differences that might dictate other
priorities. The result is inefficient use of
funds on activities such as tree planting
within forested areas, stove promotion
in situations of abundant firewood
where wood users lack incentives to con-
serve, and a standardised resource pro-
tection approach across camps with
natural assets of significantly differing
values.

An dlternative to trees and stoves?

The Kigoma case study suggests that a
different outlook to environmental pro-
grammes might be worthwhile. A camp-
by-camp reconsideration of supply,
demand and protection of natural
resources should be made to reach envi-
ronmental goals. It could save on ineffi-
cient expenditure and better respond to
environmental threats.

Broadly speaking, a division can be
made between camps with abundant nat-
ural resources and those with limited
natural assets. The project approach in
each should be philosophically and oper-
ationally distinct.

Camps with abundant natural
resources

Where natural resources are abundant,
the promotion of tree planting and fuel-
efficient stoves runs into serious con-
straints. Refugees show little interest in
either conserving or replacing assets
that are freely available in large quanti-
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ties. Education and training programmes
have failed to confront successfully the
physical reality of abundant resources
available at no (financial) cost to the
refugees.

Under such circumstances it is argued
that the principal option available is to
boost protection, enforcement and regu-
lation of access to resources. Meaningful
deterrents must be put in place to create
a situation of restricted access to
resources that are physically abundant.
This may involve systems of forest
guards, alongside concerted support to
government and local institutions to bet-
ter enforce regulations on wood cutting,
charcoal making and poaching. The
emphasis is on control and containment
of refugee access to natural resources,

a situation to which they will inevitably
respond with greater efficiency in care
and use.

Camps with scarce natural resources

Where natural resources around a camp
are already degraded the focus of envi-
ronmental programmes should be radi-
cally different. Refugees should be
helped to gain access to limited forest
products on a sustainable basis. Guided
cutting in carefully identified source
areas can help meet domestic demand in
an environmentally sensitive manner.
Environmental education can supple-
ment existing knowledge on energy-
saving techniques. The emphasis is on
the replenishment and efficient use of
depleted resources by the refugees.

Conclusion

Environmental programmes could bene-
fit from leaving behind the traditional
focus on tree planting and stoves.
Though simple and easily monitored
from the point of view of hardware dis-
semination, such programmes are
unlikely to bring real benefits where
resources around a settlement are abun-
dant. Environmental programmes should
be adaptable, locally specific and based
on a long-term vision for each refugee
settlement site. Blanket regional policies
are not helpful in this regard.

Greg Grimsich is former Project
Manager with CARE International’s
Kigoma Environmental Management
Project (grimsich@lmi.net).

Matthew Owen is a freelance envi-
ronment consultant based in Nairobi
(owen@AfricaOnline.co.ke).

Tensions between the

refugee concept and
the IDP debate

by Michael Barutciski

Refugee advocates committed to the promo-
tion of asylum and combating the xenophobia
that has reduced possibilities for refuge in
host countries should be concerned about the
recent debate surrounding the issue of inter-
nally displaced people (IDPs).

for commentators to argue that

focusing exclusively on asylum situa-
tions ignores the realities of forced
migration and represents a restricted
view of displacement.

I t is becoming increasingly common

While it may be understandable to seek a
comprehensive approach to humanitari-
an crises, the distinctiveness and impor-
tance of the particular problems that are
addressed by the term ‘refugee’, as
defined in international legal instru-
ments, should not be ignored. Refugee
protection involves issues that are quite
distinct from work related to IDPs and
general human rights law. There is a nat-
ural tendency for human rights advo-
cates to want to extend protection, yet
the irony is that such extensions may
sometimes be counter-productive. This
article suggests that the extension of the
refugee regime to encompass internal
displacement is actually detrimental to
the traditional asylum option that is cen-
tral to refugeehood.

For some actors (eg aid workers or acad-
emics), the new emphasis on a holistic
approach to displacement stems from
the apparent similarities between the
plight of IDPs and refugees (ie externally
displaced). For others (eg northern gov-
ernmental funders), the new interest in
internal displacement results from the
reluctance of host populations to have
contact with refugees and a desire to
deal with forced migration in terms of
containment. The common denominator

is that the refugee field’s specificity in
promoting asylum and combating xeno-
phobia appears de-emphasised. Contrary
to the aspirations often implied by advo-
cates of IDP rights, a clear distinction
should be drawn between the ‘refugee
regime’ and situations of internal dis-
placement.

Why do we have definitions for
‘refugees’ and ‘IDPs’?

Concern about the humanitarian
response to the plight of IDPs often aris-
es from a certain uneasiness with the
definition of the ‘refugee’ and its exclu-
sion of many seemingly deserving dis-
placement victims. The reason why a
distinct category known as ‘refugees’
was created appears to be increasingly
unclear for many observers. Categories
in themselves can be meaningless (and
even negative to the extent that labels
are reductive or may mask the hetero-
geneity of a group); it is the correspond-
ing entitlements which give them
particular significance. The definitions
are essentially for legal purposes. For
example, it was decided that a particular
group of individuals who fear persecu-
tion on account of civil or political sta-
tus and who escape their countries
should be considered as refugees and
accorded a specific set of rights that dis-
tinguishes them from other foreigners.

Social scientists who suggest that the
reality of displacement is the same
whether one is a refugee or an IDP are
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forgetting one critical distinction in the
plight of these two groups that have fled
human rights abuses: by being outside
their country, refugees are in a funda-
mentally different situation according to
the international legal order. One impor-
tant consequence of this simple fact is
that the international community’s
access to IDPs can be limited or quali-
fied. This is not the case with refugees.

Being a victim of displacement is not the
quality that has historically justified
additional human rights protection for
refugees. It is rather the quality of being
a foreigner who has escaped persecution
that is addressed by international
refugee law. In that perspective, those
who still insist that we should be work-
ing to bring the refugee and IDP cate-
gories closer together are missing an
important point: the kinds of rights
granted to refugees would not make
sense for displaced persons who are still
in their country of origin. Refugee rights
include basic socio-economic entitle-
ments that allow them to survive in a
foreign country where they do not have
citizenship rights. These rights would be
redundant if granted to citizens in their
own states. If a government is responsi-
ble for having internally displaced its
own people in the first place, is it useful
to insist that it gives partial rights to
employment or access to certain types
of welfare benefits?

Refugees also benefit from the funda-
mental principle of non-refoulement,
which means they cannot be sent to a
country where they fear persecution. Is
the international community going to
insist that states cannot send their IDPs
to a dangerous border? Yet this attempt
at drawing analogies has been encour-
aged by the IDP debate. For example,
researchers at the UN Centre for Human
Rights are still trying to create a norm of
internal non-refoulement. The curiosity
of this notion is striking: does it make
sense to impose a new obligation on a
state prohibiting it from sending IDPs to
dangerous parts of its territory, even
though that state is responsible for not
enforcing basic human rights that made
the IDPs flee in the first place? The vio-
lations of human rights have already
occurred - is it necessary to introduce
more repetitive rights? There currently
exists a vast body of human rights law
and additional rights may undermine the
persuasive strength and credibility of
those existing. It is the basic issue of
enforcement that has always been prob-
lematic and needs to be seriously con-

sidered if there is a genuine commit-
ment to addressing the ‘root causes’ of
displacement.

Thus, the idea of expanding the refugee
definition to include IDPs simply does
not make sense because the term
‘refugee’ addresses a particular situation
that is characterised by being a foreigner
in a host country. There is not one spe-
cific right found in the 1951 Geneva
Convention relating to the Status of
Refugees that could logically be applied
to displaced persons who have not

Extending the
refugee regime to
include IDPs is not
so obvious once we
start looking at
specifics. ..

escaped their own country. The whole
Convention is based on the notion of
having fled one’s country. That is the
condition or situation that is being
addressed: not displacement or human
rights violations per se, but rather the
fact of being stranded outside one’s
country without the formal protection
that comes from being the national of a
particular state. Given that people in this
situation do not benefit from the rights
that normally follow from citizenship in
the host state, they have to be provided
with some sort of international protec-
tion. In effect, the international commu-
nity has decided that the host state
cannot treat this particular group of for-
eigners as tourists or visitors with mini-
mal rights in the local community.

That is what has historically been meant
by the expression ‘international protec-
tion’ in the refugee context. A close look
at the way this term has been intro-
duced in refugee legal documents in the
1920s indicates that it refers essentially
to legal protection, and more specifically
the type of legal protection that allows a
needy foreigner to survive in a host state
until a durable solution is found to
his/her particular situation. It is not pro-
tection from human rights abuses so
that the person does not have to flee in
the first place. That is a fundamentally
different problem and if it is termed
‘protection’ we must acknowledge that it
involves a distinct context.

Extending the refugee regime to include
IDPs is not so obvious once we start
looking at specifics beyond the superfi-
cial appearance which suggests that dis-
placement is the same whether one
manages to cross a border or not. In
fact, there is a big difference related to
whether that border has been crossed.

Do rights really have no borders?

The expression ‘rights have no borders’
has been increasingly used in the con-
text of forced migration. If the expres-
sion is meant to show support for
moving beyond an international system
based on sovereign states with their own
territories, then it is understandable. But
if it is supposed to be a statement of
fact, is it really accurate?

Given Norway’s central contribution to
the creation of the international refugee
regime, the Norwegian Refugee Council,
among others, may like to reflect on its
use of phrases such as ‘rights have no
borders’. The late Professor Atle Grahl-
Madsen from Norway is generally recog-
nised as one of the grandfathers of
international refugee law and he was
very clear on this question of borders:
the border is of critical importance. He
has written that if one foot crosses the
border, then refugee rights apply; if the
border is not crossed, then the 1951
Refugee Convention cannot be invoked.

In this context, it is worth remembering
the basic principle of the United Nations
that prohibits member states from inter-
fering in the internal affairs of another
state. Refugee law is distinct from other
areas of human rights law in that it
involves many questions related to
immigration law, an area in which states
are very careful about guarding their
sovereignty. These refugee rights would
be conceptually incoherent if there were
no borders. Refugee law was always
about something more specific than the
general preoccupations of human rights
law: it is about membership and inclu-
sion or exclusion from communities. It
addresses questions or problems such
as the following: What rights do we give
to these needy people who are in our
community? Do we give them the rights
of permanent residence? Do we limit
their access to the kinds of rights that
lead to integration?

The creation of a distinct category of

‘internal refugees’ and identification of
specific rights that would make sense if
applied to those individuals that do not
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escape their country might be appropri-
ate. However, it is necessary to have a
closer look at what rights that do not
already exist in international law could
possibly be granted to this particular
group. Also, consideration should be
given as to whether it is appropriate to
single out those displaced for additional
human rights protection as opposed to
war victims who are not displaced (eg
poor villagers caught in a conflict but
who cannot escape their village). Given
that there is not necessarily a clear dif-
ferentiation in needs, why grant addi-
tional rights to IDPs but not other
war-affected populations? In any event,
it becomes clear that these issues are
really about the old problem of humani-
tarian intervention, regardless of the
new language currently being intro-
duced. For all the innovation being
attached to the IDP debate, we know
that states have already codified in other
areas of international law the standards
they are willing to accept regarding
armed conflict and interventions. That
some groups may sometimes be more
vulnerable in particular scenarios is a
matter for operational priorities, not for
legal or conceptual development.

How have High Commissioners
for Refugees traditionally
approached their mandate?

When the Office of the first High
Commissioner for Refugees was created,
the emphasis on non-political activities
was very important and helps explain
why refugee protection was considered
distinct from interventionist type activi-
ties. Shortly after the Norwegian explor-
er Fridtjof Nansen was named the first
High Commissioner for Refugees in
1921, he was asked to deal with the con-
sequences of Kemal Ataturk’s counter-
offensive against the Greek Army in Asia
Minor. Nansen was not asked to stop the
outflow of refugees or challenge the
Turkish leaders for the large number of
Greeks they were uprooting, nor were
the UK, France and Italy going to send
soldiers to stop the mass displacement.
Given that there was no willingness on
the part of the international community
to engage in coercive action, Nansen was
sent to deal with alleviating the plight of
people who had to flee - essentially by
helping them resettle. Privately, we know
he was furious about what the Turks
were doing, but publicly he did not say
anything so that he could go about his
‘humanitarian’ work effectively. He did
not have the necessary military commit-

ment, so he was very prudent in his rela-
tions with the belligerents. The general
idea behind the origins of the High
Commissioner’s post was that it is nec-
essary to be seen as non-political and
humanitarian in order to facilitate work
that concerns the promotion of asylum.
That is not possible if the asylum pro-
motion activities are coupled with direct
interventions in the internal political
problems that cause displacement. Yet
this is exactly what results from work
with IDPs.

In this context, it is worthwhile pointing
out some of the very different approach-
es of international humanitarian law,
international human rights law and
international refugee law. International
humanitarian law is concerned to a
large extent with intervening in armed
conflicts and convincing the belligerents
that it is in their interest to respect cer-
tain basic laws of war relating to POWs,
medical personnel, non-combatants, etc.
It involves an extreme effort at being
neutral and impartial, and that is why
the International Committee of the Red
Cross, which has been developing its
prudent and discrete interventions since
the nineteenth century, is the main inter-
national agency involved in this type of
work. International human rights law,
on the other hand, is almost the oppo-
site in that it may involve condemning
governments that do not protect the
basic rights of people on their territory.
The inter-governmental bodies and
NGOs that engage in this work often
have a strong political mandate because
it may be necessary to challenge govern-
ments in order to assure the protection
of threatened peoples. The starting
point of international refugee law is
that human rights violations have
already occurred and that victims have
fled the country of origin. The objective
is to convince an asylum state to respect
minimal standards for certain foreigners
who do not benefit from some other
national protection. In this sense,
refugee law can be seen as a last resort
if people cannot be sure that their
human rights will be respected in their
own country: the option of voting with
their feet. All these legal approaches can
certainly be interrelated, yet it would not
necessarily be productive to involve the
same organisation in these very distinct
activities.

If there is no specific legal regime for
IDPs, it does not mean that there are no
legal standards that apply to internal
displacement. All human beings benefit

Fridtjof Nansen, first High Commissione
for Refugees

from general international human rights
law. If IDPs are caught in situations that
are characterised as ‘armed conflicts’,
they also benefit from international
humanitarian law. These areas of inter-
national law basically cover all legal pro-
tection needs. Despite the implied
suggestion in Internally Displaced
People: A Global Survey (p 3)', there are
no significant and specific forms of legal
protection that could be granted to IDPs
that do not already exist in international
law. Consequently, the Guiding Principles
on Internal Displacement presented to
the UN Commission on Human Rights in
1998 do not really fill any legal gap; they
simply state and interpret existing
norms.

What does the ‘IDP’ concept
really contribute?

The question we must ask ourselves is
whether this term ‘IDP’ is particularly
useful, especially given that from a legal
perspective it is difficult to see what
additional guarantees can be added that
do not already exist. If we cannot grant
particular rights, what is the point of
having a designated category? It may be
appropriate to acknowledge that the
expression ‘IDP’ has succeeded in draw-
ing international awareness to a serious
forced migration problem that should
not be ignored. If that is true, then it is a
considerable achievement and may be
the main contribution of the IDP debate
in the 1990s.

However, if that is essentially what the
IDP debate has contributed, it should be
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remembered that this is a considerably
more minor contribution than that which
was originally anticipated by IDP advo-
cates at the beginning of the 1990s. At
the time it was suggested that many per-
ceived legal gaps would be filled by the
drafting of an international treaty pro-
tecting IDPs and that displacement itself
would be outlawed by the promotion of
a so-called ‘right to remain’ or ‘right not
to be displaced’. All this may have creat-
ed a good amount of conceptual confu-
sion, encouraged inaccurate
interpretations of international law, con-
tributed to false expectations and result-
ed in the dilution of the UN refugee
agency’s asylum mandate. Moreover,
there is reason to suspect that it has
been used to reinforce non-entrée poli-
cies by states and justify containment
strategies. After all, allowing victims of
human rights violations to access asy-
lum states would be contrary to promot-
ing their ‘right to remain’ (as was argued
by European politicians during the
Bosnian conflict).

The implicit and dangerous logic is that
if a new category called ‘IDPs’ is granted
supposedly new protection under inter-
national law, then there is no reason to
allow those displaced to become cross-
border refugees. Even if the protection
does not contain anything substantively
new, its formal expression can reduce
commitments regarding the availability
of temporary refuge across borders. Put
bluntly: if the development of IDP norms
does not substantively advance the inter-
national community’s attempts to deal
with humanitarian crises and intervene
in troubled countries, then the current
debate and re-focus on internal displace-
ment would represent little more than
capitulation to non-entrée and contain-
ment strategies to the extent that it de-
emphasises the external asylum option.

This is not necessarily to suggest that
competing protection concerns exist and
that international attention should only
focus on one group of displacement vic-
tims. (If that were the case, it could seem
logical to concentrate resources on IDPs
instead of refugees because statistics
indicate internal displacement is
significantly higher than external dis-
placement.) There are clearly many
humanitarian needs in various parts of
the world for which the international
community should develop genuine
response mechanisms. Intervention,
however, has always been problematic
because it raises complex issues of terri-
torial sovereignty. It has historically
been at best ad hoc and unreliable. While
it is possible that the creation of an ‘IDP’

category may encourage international
involvement in troubled countries,
recent practice does not provide evi-
dence that these interventions will be
more constructive or effective. The
development of humanitarian interven-
tion norms remains, nevertheless, crucial
long-term work deserving of the clear
political commitment to make concepts
such as ‘preventive protection’ and
responses to ‘IDPs’ and ‘root causes’
truly sustainable policy options.
However, any failures at this level should
not be imputed to supposed problems
with the international refugee regime.
The goal of the refugee regime is to pro-
mote asylum for victims who cannot
return to their country, not to prevent
conflict or human rights violations.

Until the international community devel-
ops effective mechanisms for interven-
ing in troubled countries, we should
remember that states generally have
unqualified access to the individuals
who have escaped, and are in a position
to offer refuge. Consequently, in con-
crete terms, our genuine commitments
to victims of displacement can largely be
measured by our engagement in favour
of asylum.

In essence, an appropriate overall
approach should be twofold: develop-
ment of fair interventionist principles
(that necessarily affect IDPs) and, in case
their application fails, preservation of
the possibility for cross-border flight
and external refuge. However, humani-
tarian intervention and asylum are two
distinct areas that deserve to be clearly
distinguished and not confused. Work
with IDPs falls within the former and the
refugee community is not necessarily the
appropriate partner for this endeavour.
As long as these distinctions are recog-
nised and the relevance of refugee pro-
tection principles is appreciated, there is
no reason why a holistic understanding
of forced migration should not include
general issues related to prevention of
conflict and human rights violations.

Michael Barutciski is Fellow in
International Law at the Refugee
Studies Programme, Oxford
University, and former Atle Grahl-
Madsen Fellow in Law at the Centre
for Refugee Studies, York University,
Toronto. This article is based on a
seminar paper presented at Queen
Elizabeth House on 2 March 1998.

1 Internally displaced People: A Global Survey, Global
IDP Survey/Norwegian refugee Council, 1998. ISBN 1-
85383-521-8 (free to FMR subscribers).
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Dilemmas facing agencies in the
urban centres of Atghanistan

by Peter Marsden

In many situations worldwide where rebel or
other movements have wrested large areas of
territory from the control of central govern-
ment or, as in the case of Afghanistan, where
the government has collapsed and control is
divided between different power holders,
humanitarian agencies are having to determine
how they should relate to non-governmental

power holders.

he issue comes more clearly to
T the fore when such power hold-

ers take over urban areas and
therefore have responsibility for the
administrative structures of the state
within those areas. This article considers
how this question has been played out
in the context of Afghanistan.

The Afghan conflict has tended to be
characterised as one in which people
moved in their millions from the villages
of Afghanistan across the border to the
sanctuary of refugee camps and urban
settlements in Pakistan and Iran.
However, not all those who fled their
villages in response to Soviet military
action left the country. Many sought
refuge in caves in the mountains and, in
recent years, and certainly since the col-
lapse of the Soviet-backed Government
of Muhammed Najibullah in April 1992,
many more made their way to the urban
centres of Kabul, Mazar-i-Sharif, Herat,
Kandahar and Jalalabad.

Each successive phase of the conflict
has led to further displacement of the
urban population, both within and
between urban centres, with the result
that one cannot talk in terms of a stable
urban population. It is difficult to know
whether the population of Kabul is nearer
to half a million or a million at any one
time although most of the estimates
given are around the million mark. A
study undertaken by ICRC in December
1996 found that a significant proportion

of the population of Kabul had moved
several times as a direct result of the
conflict. Similarly, monitoring undertak-
en by UNHCR at the main entry points
to the city found a high level of move-
ment back and forth.

Foremost among those who have left are
professionals working for the govern-
ment administration. With such a signifi-
cant outflow of professionals, agencies
cannot plan on the assumption that
those who are currently working in the
government administration will neces-
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sarily remain, or even that their own
staff will stay. Those who are left behind
in Kabul are likely to be among the more
impoverished because those with the
means to leave for Pakistan, Iran or
other parts of Afghanistan have already
done so. This reality has combined with
a deteriorating economic situation with-
in the capital to produce a population
close to destitution.

The dilemmas faced by agencies

In seeking to meet what are significant
humanitarian needs, UN agencies, ICRC
and NGOs have needed to determine
appropriate criteria for their interven-
tions and for their targeting of aid. Early
interventions in the urban sector, such
as those in Mazar-i-Sharif and Jalalabad,
were clearly targeted at the internally
displaced, in direct response to the out-
flows from Kabul following the major
rocketing episodes. Such targeting, how-
ever, is not easily effected. In Mazar, for
example, although a couple of small
camps were established, most of those
displaced disappeared into the wider
population and could not easily be
accessed.
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Another dilemma arose for agencies
when 200,000 people were displaced
from the Shomali Valley to Kabul in
early 1997. Humanitarian agencies were
reluctant to make provision for a popu-
lation which had apparently been
forcibly removed from their settlements
as an act of war, lest this encourage fur-
ther such action, and agreement was
reached that ICRC would simply provide
temporary shelter for those who could
not find accommodation with relatives,
in the hope that people would quickly
find their own solutions and return to
the Shomali Valley as soon as possible.
This policy proved to be reasonably
effective and, by the late summer of
1997, about half of those displaced had
returned. There remained the question,
however, as to whether the remaining
100,000 or so should be specifically pro-
vided for and, if so, how, given that
these were absorbed within the popula-
tion. Such targeting was also difficult to
justify when so much of the population
was nearing destitution and when most
had experienced displacement in one
form or another.

Different agencies dealt with the issue of
establishing criteria and targeting in var-
ious ways. ICRC, with its IDP-specific
mandate, has taken the view that it
should provide for the wider population,
on the assumption that the displaced
would also benefit (with the obvious
exception of the temporary refuge
referred to above). UNHCR, with its
refugee-specific mandate, has sought to
focus on the provision of support to dis-
placed people returning primarily from
Jalalabad to Kabul, to assist them in the
repair of their damaged houses. The
European Commission’s DG1 has opted
to concentrate on the rehabilitation of
the agricultural areas surrounding
Kabul and other urban areas so as to
strengthen the capacity of the agricul-
tural hinterland to receive people
returning from the cities.

Prior to the suspension of ECHO fund-
ing for Kabul in July 1998, most NGOs
in Kabul had been funded by ECHO
which had been providing between
10m and 35m ECU per year since
1995. For them, the question of
whether people had suffered displace-
ment had not been a major issue.
More important had been the question
of how best to provide for a popula-
tion which was nearing destitution in
an economic environment which
offered very few opportunities and
where those opportunities were seri-

Kabul

ously constrained by the policies of the
power holders, such as the controls
imposed on the employment of women.

A number of options have been explored
including: large-scale relief programmes
benefiting up to half a million people
but for which the process of drawing up
lists of beneficiaries has inevitably been
problematic; food-for-work; and income-
generating programmes for targeted
individuals (difficult in a collapsed econ-
omy when there is little or no market for
new produce). However, relief distribu-
tions have inevitably ended up being the
primary solution, both in Kabul and
other urban areas.

Dealing with the power holders:
the provision of public services

Agencies have also had a responsibility
to assess whether basic health, water
supply, sanitation and education ser-
vices are available to the urban popula-
tion. This has required evaluation of the
capacity of the governmental and munic-
ipal administration, and also of their
willingness to commit resources to these
services.

In the case of Afghanistan, a number of
major dilemmas have arisen in this con-
text since the advent of the Taliban.
These arose primarily because the
Taliban chose to reduce, as an instru-
ment of policy, the services available to
one section of the population - women.
Women were denied access to education
and faced obstacles in their efforts to
obtain equal health care. Women were
also not permitted to work outside the
health sector and this has made it diffi-
cult for agencies to employ women in

order to gain access to women for the
provision of services. In addition, the

Taliban were entirely focused on the war

effort and wished to commit all their

resources to this objective. Funding for pub-

lic services was not, therefore, a priority.

Agencies therefore faced two further
dilemmas: whether or not to accept
responsibility for the provision of those
public services which were permitted by
the Taliban and also whether to quietly
acquiesce at the denial of equal access
to services or to advocate for a reversal
of Taliban policy. They also had to con-
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sider to what extent their assumption of
such responsibility was strengthening
the power holders or reinforcing their
policies. Among the questions they had
to address were the following:

* Would the power holders be forced
to provide public services on a
greater scale if the agencies with-
drew? If this was unlikely, should the
agencies take the view that humani-
tarian needs dictated that they
remain, regardless?

* Were they engaging in institution-
building? How could this be defined?
If an agency repaired and repainted a
hospital damaged by conflict, was
this institution-building or a neces-
sary step to provide basic health care
in the immediate future to a popula-
tion at risk? If equipment was provid-
ed, did the same argument apply?
Should agencies repair damaged
pipes and water pumps? Were these
essential to immediate public health
needs? Should agencies work in co-
operation with the Ministry of Public
Health, the Municipality and the
Water Supply Department, sitting on
joint committees, in order to plan the
most effective use of resources or
should they operate parallel services?
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To what extent was there a relation-
ship between the severity of need of
the population and the question as to
how far agencies should work in con-
junction with the state administra-
tion? Was it easier to take a more
principled position if the severity of
need was less?

* Were steps they took now going to
make the situation worse in the
future? If they supported sponta-
neous home schools for girls now,
would this provide justification for
future policy for girls to be educated
at home? If they helped to repair and
equip a hospital for women, would
this later be used to require women
to only attend this hospital?

* Would advocacy to urge a change in
policy, so that equal access to all ser-
vices might be achieved, have any
impact?

Questions such as these are likely to
arise increasingly in situations such as
Afghanistan where there is no national
government and where blocks of territo-
ry are held by particular military ele-
ments. Agencies have no choice but to
engage with these elements, if only to
ensure the security of their staff and
their operations. However, if a point is
reached where a military force begins to
regard itself as the administrative
authority for the area under its control,
the agency has to reappraise its situa-
tion. It will, no doubt, have to seek per-
mission to continue to operate, involving
complex interaction with the new
authority. The point is reached where
the agency has to decide whether or not
to involve the authority in decisions relat-
ing to the provision of public services.

In a normal situation, where there is an
internationally-recognised government,
this would not be an issue. However, in a
situation where there is no such govern-
ment the agency has to make a very dif-
ficult decision as to whether, in its view,
the new authority is demonstrating a
reasonable level of responsibility in rela-
tion to the provision of services and
should, therefore, be regarded as having
a legitimate right to exercise control
over the provision of those services.

In so far as it may be providing most of
the resources to provide the services,
the agency potentially has some leverage
to negotiate an arrangement whereby
services are provided on terms which it
finds acceptable. However, with a power
holder such as the Taliban, which does

not attach priority to the provision of
public services and, at the same time,
feels very ambivalent about the presence
of foreigners, there is little or no lever-
age. In Kabul, where funding on a large
scale has been provided and where twen-
ty or more agencies have been operating,
the humanitarian assistance community
has been able to exercise very limited
leverage. In Herat, Kandahar and
Jalalabad, where agencies are only able
to ensure that health and public health
services are provided at a very basic
level, the leverage is even less,

The relationship is inevitably an awk-
ward one. If the target population has
clear humanitarian needs, the agency
will probably deal with the power holder
to the extent that its cooperation is nec-
essary, or conducive, to the most effec-
tive use of resources. This is, however,

a difficult balancing act: excessive co-
operation may be regarded by the power
holder as implicit recognition of its
authority; minimal cooperation may
undermine service provision and might
also weaken what remains of a govern-
ment administration.

A further issue for agencies with a devel-
opmental mandate, particularly those
within the UN system, is that the govern-
mental structure provides the natural
counterparts for their interventions. This
is less likely to be the case for agencies
with a relief focus. These will look for
whatever structures are likely to be most
effective and, while these could include
government departments or para-statal
bodies such as the Red Crescent, it is
likely that ICRC and NGOs, rather than
government departments, will play the
major role in implementing relief
programmes.

One of the key arguments for working
with and resourcing the administration
in such situations is that, if a legitimate
government did emerge, it would benefit
from a functioning administration.
Those espousing this view argue that if
agencies chose to work in parallel with
the administration rather than with it,
government staff would almost certainly
be attracted by the higher salaries and
better operating conditions of the agen-
cies and the administration would be
further depleted.

The outcome in Afghanistan

In practice, in the urban areas of Afgh-
anistan, both UN agencies and NGOs
have worked closely with the Ministry of
Public Health, the Municipalities and the
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Water Supply Departments. They have
taken primary responsibility for the pro-
vision of health and public health ser-
vices but have also provided some
resources to the administrative struc-
tures of the state to enable them to
function more effectively and to play a
contributory role. Thus, for example,
UNCHS (United Nations Centre for
Human Settlements) has provided vehi-
cles to the Municipality to facilitate
waste clearance, NGOs have refurbished
hospital buildings, and incentive pay-
ments have been made to health service
workers to encourage them to give time
to public services rather than work
exclusively in private practice.

Agencies have thus worked in partner-
ship with the administrative structures

of the state, at times on the basis of con-

tractual relationships in which both par-
ties agreed to provide certain resources.
However, there have been a couple of
examples, of late, where the UN has
entered into contracts with administra-
tive structures of the state, or with
NGOs nominated by the Taliban, to take
full responsibility for the provision of
particular services (such as vaccination
programmes in particular regions or
aspects of urban-based relief pro-
grammes). This new development in the
relationship between the UN and the
Taliban has encouraged the Taliban to
regard NGOs as competitors for external
resources and to think that, if NGOs
were removed, the UN would enter into
further contracts with the administrative
structures of the state or Taliban-nomi-
nated NGOs. This would appear to have
been one factor in the negotiations
which took place between the Taliban
and NGOs in July 1998, which resulted
in the expulsion of NGOs from Kabul.

However, this ambivalence towards
NGOs does not only relate to their posi-
tion as potential competitors. Western
NGOs have also been regarded with sus-
picion because of the risk that they
might undermine the efforts of the
Taliban to achieve a spiritual cleansing
of the country. Isolated incidents of cul-
turally inappropriate behaviour on the
part of aid workers have tended to rein-
force this perspective. Further, the
Taliban have viewed the multiplicity of
NGOs with concern and have felt uneasy
at the very limited control which they
have had over their activities in a situa-
tion in which they have been aiming to
impose strict controls on the behaviour
of the population. They have thus
sought to bring NGOs under tight rein.

In addition, NGOs have been seen as
potentially sympathetic to opposition
elements, by virtue of their historical
links or because particular Afghan mem-
bers of staff are thought to have certain
sympathies or links. The fact that cer-
tain NGOs have worked in active support
of governmental structures in the past,
while the Mujahidin Government was in
power, and are now equivocal in their
support for the same with the Taliban in
control, is a further factor.

This relationship has been played out in
a situation where poverty is acute and
where public health problems have
placed large numbers of people at risk.
At times, the complexities arising from
the relationship have left donor govern-
ments, UN agencies, ICRC and NGOs
effectively powerless to meet the needs
of the population.

The current situation in the urban cen-
tres of Afghanistan is likely to be repro-
duced within urban centres held by
non-governmental power holders else-
where in the world, particularly if there
is a civil war situation. It is far from
clear whether the international commu-
nity has got to grips with how it should
most appropriately work in such situa-
tions.
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British Agencies Afghanistan Group
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on the ‘Economic and Social
Consequences of Conflict’.
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Iran: a challenge
for NGOs

Iran has one of the largest refugee popu-
lations in the world, including one and a
half million Afghans, half a million Iraqgis
and a quarter of a million Kurds. Only 5
per cent of the refugees in Iran live in
camps and little is known outside Iran of
the redlities behind the figures.

The International Consortium for Refug-
ees in Iran (ICRI), founded in 1992,
raises awareness of the problems facing
refugees in Iran and gives practical assis-
tance to NGOs interested in working here.
ICRI is a consortium of European NGOs
whose members support the development
of NGO work with refugees in Iran. Not
all have programmes in Iran.

Past obstacles to international NGO
(INGO) work in Iran included the conflict-
ing currents of policy regarding INGOs
within the Government of the Islamic
Republic and the virtual international boy-
cott on funding for projects in Iran.
However, neither of these obstacles now
seems as intractable as they once were.
The election of President Khatami in
August 1997 heralded o new approach
to ‘civic organisations’ and, although
INGO:s still cannot formallly register in
Iran, they can open bank accounts and
establish offices there. European govern-
ments are also more willing to consider
funding projects in this new climate.

There are currently only three INGOs
working in Iran: MSF (France), Global
Partners and Ockenden Venture.
However, there is a thriving group of
about 15 Iragi, Afghan and Iranian
NGOs implementing projects in Iran and
in some cases working in partnership with
the INGOs. ICRI acts as a coordinating
body, sharing information on

programme plans and refugee needs and
holding regular meetings.

ICRI is housed in the UNHCR office in
Teheran. For newcomers to Iran, one of its
most useful services is guiding NGOs
through the maze of official regulations
and policies and providing practical
advice and logistical support. ICRI's
monthly reports and regular in-depth
studies of refugee conditions provide use-
ful material for NGOs planning
assistance. ICRI also has a wide network
of local contacts in various Ministries,

local NGOs and UN agencies.

Contact ICRI by phone or fax: +98 21
877 5464 or email: squire@unhcr.ch

Catherine Squire
ICRI Representative
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Atghan refugees in Iran: the
needs of women and children

ince at least the 1970s Afghans

have been coming to Iran, some in

search of work, others to seek pro-
tection. The political dominance by the
Taliban since 1995 has been a signifi-
cant factor in the acceleration in the
flow of refugees.

Refugees who came in the 1980s were
given ‘green cards’ which entitled them
to live and work in Iran, and to benefit
from schooling and health care. In the
early 1990s the government’s policy
towards refugees changed in the face of
the worsening domestic economic situa-
tion. After 1992 the authorities stopped
issuing refugee cards. The vast majority
of Afghans who arrived in Iran since
1992 are considered illegal and have no
right to asylum. Furthermore, between
1992 and 1994 many thousands of
refugees lost their legal status in a sys-
tematic campaign of confiscations of
green cards from Afghans living in
Khorassan province (bordering Herat). It
is not uncommon to find families who

repatriated under the UN-sponsored pro-

gramme in 1996 and 1997, who have
returned to Iran because of hardship or
fear of persecution. These families had
to give up their refugee cards when they

by Catherine

repatriated and now live as ‘illegal’
refugees who risk being arrested if found.

In such a situation it is extremely diffi-
cult to keep accurate figures on the
number of refugees in Iran. According to
recent official figures, there are about
1.4m Afghans in Iran at present, of
which only 22,000 (1.7 per cent) are living
in camps. The vast majority of Afghans
live integrated into Iranian society scat-
tered around the country, mostly in
cities where they can get jobs but also in
villages and settlements in rural areas.

The need for better information

For NGOs trying to plan programmes of
assistance, the lack of reliable informa-
tion makes it difficult to identify priority
areas or to target particular groups of
refugees. This is particularly true of those
refugees who do not possess green cards.
These refugees tend to be the most vul-
nerable as they cannot travel to find
work and are not allowed to attend
schools or use public health services.
They are vulnerable to exploitative work
conditions, and to random arrest and
deportation. Because of their lack of offi-
cial status they are reluctant to let NGOs
gather information about their situation.

Squire and Negar Gerami

It was in this context that the Intern-
ational Consortium for Refugees in
Iran (ICRI) started trying to gather
more systematic information on the
needs and situation of Afghan refug-
ees. As the coordinating body for local
and international NGOs working with
refugees, ICRI tries to raise awareness
of the problems facing refugees in
Iran, by disseminating detailed infor-
mation on their situation.

(1) Individual interviews

Starting from a base of virtually no
information on those refugees outside
camps, we started the process of
information collection between 1996
and 1998 by visiting and interviewing
refugee families in all the major
refugee areas: Kerman, Shiraz, Sistan-
Baluchistan, Mashad, Teheran and
Shahriyar (Teheran province). Because
of the insecure situation of many of
the refugees, it was not possible to con-
duct systematic randomised sample sur-
veys in any given area. We had no choice
but to conduct low-profile individual
interviews with refugee families (usually
women) who were introduced to us by
someone they trusted. Generally, we
spent about 4-5 days in each area,
accompanied by local community lead-
ers who took us to the homes and work-
places of a selection of families.

We were usually able to interview about
30 families, using a standard list of
questions. These included the composi-
tion of the family, the work done by dif-
ferent members of the family and how
much each was paid, their living expens-
es (rent and related expenditure) and
accommodation situation, any health
problems, their occupation and place of
origin in Afghanistan and their views on
returning to their country. In all we
interviewed over 200 families. Based on
the information gathered, we compiled a
series of reports in which we looked at
Afghans’ access to work, health, housing
and environmental conditions, and in
particular the situation of women and
children in each area.
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Taking stock

By conducting a large number of inter-
views and cross-checking information we
obtained a very rich picture of the lives
and problems of some of the poorest
refugees. We identified the area in which
refugees face the most difficulties (in
the south-eastern province of Sistan-
Baluchistan), and highlighted the
neglected issue of child labour. We were
also able to draw up a set of indicators
for vulnerability which included the ori-
gin of the refugees (rural/urban), the
number of people in the family, the
material and financial resources they
had when they arrived, and the sex and
age of the head of household. We gath-
ered a great deal of information on the
types of work done by women and chil-
dren to supplement men’s increasingly
insecure incomes.

Limitations of individual
interviews

The individual interview approach

incurred a number of drawbacks:

(i) Tt was relatively time consuming,
which limits the number of people
who can be interviewed.

(ii) The results and recommendations
were based on the interviewers’
judgements of the refugees’ situa-
tions rather than on what the
refugees identified as their own prior-
ities. A research method was needed
which would both allow more partici-
pation by the refugees themselves,
and also yield results from which
more general conclusions - less
reliant on the situation of individual
families - could be drawn.

We needed to find out in more detail
what NGOs could do to help these
groups of Afghans. Both NGOs and
UNHCR are increasingly interested in
helping refugees to support themselves
through credit schemes. It was clear that
women needed opportunities to learn
skills so that they were not stuck in the
most unskilled and low-paid work, but
more information was needed on the
obstacles to women’s work and the type
of skills which would be most useful to
them.

(2) Focus group discussions

Focus group discussions (FGD) use spe-
cific but open-ended questions put by a
trained facilitator, to enable a group of
people to express a variety of opinions

on a particular subject. In May 1998, a
workshop was held by the International
Planned Parenthood Federation to train
volunteers of the Family Planning
Association of Iran (FPA) in the tech-
niques of FGD. Then, during August
1988 and with the collaboration of the
FPA, we held a two-day training session
in FGD for nine Afghan refugee women.
They would be the facilitators and note-
takers for the discussions with groups
of their peers.

We decided to start with a general needs
assessment survey among Afghan
women in southern Tehran. The focus
would be on job-skills, the problems of
working women, their need for educa-
tion, and their health problems. We also
wanted to ask them to rank these issues
in order of priority. About 60 Pashtun
and Hazara women participated in
groups of 6-12 people. After the discus-
sions, which lasted about two hours, the
facilitators drew up conclusions based
on the views which had been expressed
in the groups. These conclusions were
then checked again with a sample of the
women who had participated in the dis-
cussions. Most of the research process
was conducted by Afghan women them-
selves, with ICRI staff only observing the
discussions and writing up the final
report. The refugees were enthusiastic at
the opportunity to give their own views
and have the opportunity to shape deci-
sions - even in a remote way - which
NGOs and others make on their behalf.

(3) The results
Women’s work

During our individual interviews, we
observed that in many refugee families
Afghan men are no longer able to sup-
port their family by themselves. They
need women and children to contribute
to the family income.
